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ABSTRACT 
 
SURFACE 
 
by 
 
Sherry Maddox Murphy 
 
This thesis paper supports the Master of Fine Arts exhibition at the Tipton Gallery, East 
Tennessee State University, from January 28th through February 8th, 2013.  The exhibit 
is comprised of two hundred fifty-three porcelain objects and lines created with naturally 
colored porcelain slips used as paint.  SURFACE presents my exploration of the natural 
world; the experiences and memories created during this process compelled this 
exhibition.  Topics discussed are the influences, concepts, techniques, and methods used 
to create the work. Included are process images, detail images, and images of selected 
works from the exhibition. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Surface is defined as,“ the external or superficial aspect of something”, but when I 
think of surface it is much broader idea. The idea of surface to me is something that 
protects like a glaze.  Similarly, one might think of surface in terms of erosion on a cliff 
face exposing a clay deposit.  This body of work incorporates samples I have collected 
with the idea of concept design.  Additionally, I attempted to convey the larger concept of  
‘surface’ through the installation of the artwork.  I use to the term installation in my 
artwork as the space and manner in which I choose to display and arrange objects.  My 
work is uniquely based on process and the physicality of each step.  This exhibition is 
about the clay I work with, but more importantly the journey to find the clay itself.  
Without the journey I take there would be no work. 
 I use simple forms that allude to objects found in the natural world such as 
humans, rocks, trees, and eroded landscape features around me. To the viewer these 
porcelain objects may appear to be groupings of complete abstractions.  Many of the 
objects seem to be about to move -waiting for the next step, posturing.  The energy in 
which the surfaces and forms are created contributes to this feeling.  These objects reveal 
bits and pieces of my own history and are only the essence of a singular event. The 
balance between the altered surfaces of the forms and the lines that propel them are 
extremely important for the individual object to be fully effective and appreciated.  It is 
very important to me that I not over use the surface of the walls in the installation phase 
of my artwork because I believe it detracts from the details on surface on the objects.  
Each object is a physical representation of a personal memory.  
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CHAPTER 2 
PEOPLE AND PLACES 
 
“The conventional in decoration is an effort to express symbolically a part of abstract 
truths of the beauty of nature.  One who aspires to the naturalistic can never approach 
the grand total of truths contained in nature, that is the work of the creator alone.” 
(Weiss) 
 
 Adelaide Robineau, early 20th Century American potter who was a key figure in 
the American Arts and Crafts movement, made the above statement. I have found this 
passage describes my own beliefs.  In other words, I cannot reproduce that which already 
exists I can only create what exists for myself.  Many of my forms are based on the 
natural world; my goal with these forms is not to recreate something specific but to allude 
to a familiar shape. I do not want to force things on the viewer or to be a replicator of 
things that already exist.   
 My artistic influences and my everyday life have always been deeply intertwined.  
What I see and what I do on a daily basis are direct reflections of the things happening in 
my studio work.  I use these sometimes-mundane experiences to guide my work and the 
memories and feelings that I experience are the catalyst for my designs. There are many 
people both historical and contemporary that I draw upon for inspiration both consciously 
and unconsciously.   These sources have been dynamic to my development as an artist 
and enable me to look deeper into what really turns me on as an individual artist. 
 The first artist who influenced me is Peter Voulkus (1927-2002).  The copious 
amount of work he created along with large scale of his pieces and the energy and 
freedom he exhibited daily are truly extraordinary.  I also admire the willingness he 
displayed to do whatever it took to develop a concept, whether that meant sneaking into 
facilities in the middle of the night, or moving to a brickyard to have space to work.  
When I think of Voulkus, I think not only of a visual artist but also of a performing artist, 
as seeing him in action must have been like watching a grand show.  Voulkus’s work 
embodies the power of art and its incredible ability to compel us to create. 
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   Bernard Leach (1887-1979) is another large influence on my work.  His insights 
and complete written evaluations of ceramics as a way of thinking are both things that 
can be drawn on and used in any medium.  His philosophy sent him on a great search for 
the beautiful form and the perfect decoration.  I find his writings such as The Potters 
Challenge and A Potters Book to be inspiring and uplifting, even encouraging on days 
when I find myself wondering what to do next in my own studio artwork. 
 Shoji Hamada (1894-1978) is yet another potter whose work and philosophy are 
appealing to me.  The fact that he made a conscious choice not to sign his pots reveals 
much about his own humility.  The fact that he did not become upset when people copied 
him, but took it as a complement is yet another testament to his modesty.  The principles 
of humility are something I want to achieve in my life as an artist.   Beyond his working 
philosophy, the simplicity of his form and the depth of his oversimplified marks are 
grounding to me. 
 George Ohr (1857-1918) is one of the first potters I encountered in a historical 
context. His work was free of conventional standards in a time when crockery ruled the 
day.  Just as the zany pictures of him suggest, his work was not a serious constricted 
device executed only to make money but served as an escape - a chance to do what he 
loved and also have fun.  Despite many hardships, including the loss of his studio, he 
prevailed, rebuilt, and produced the pots he wanted to make.  Ohr comes to mind most 
when I feel that I am becoming too serious or lose sight of the joy I truly get from 
working in clay. 
 Women’s role in ceramics around the world is a particularly interesting subject to 
me as a woman.  I admit that when starting out in clay I had no idea of the role that 
women have played and continue to play in the development of ceramics throughout 
history.  Over the years I have found myself unwittingly drawn to the work of many 
female ceramic artists, my favorite being Eva Zeisel (1906-2011).  I knew her work 
before ever hearing her name or knowing her story.  The clean lines and simple, elegant 
forms she creates are timeless and breathtaking and Zeisel’s unrelenting work ethic is 
compelling and inspiring to me.  The energy and dedication she put into making her work 
is incredible and is not only inspirational but also motivating. 
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  I cannot overlook the two people who have given me the most support and 
insight into my work, Donna Polseno and Richard Hensley.  These individuals were my 
professors form my undergraduate studies at Hollins University in Roanoke Virginia.   In 
my studies I have worked under many instructors, but Hensley and Polseno are 
particularly important to my development as a ceramic artist. They are the ones who 
taught me how to make molds and develop the clay body that I use in my studio daily.  I 
came into their lives as a stubborn, impatient, driven girl who just wanted to make pots.  
They waited patiently for me to make my mistakes and take all of the wrong turns I 
needed to.  Their strong emphasis on craftsmanship and form is something that I carry 
with me in every piece I make.  Through the time spent with them I came to realize how I 
wanted to live my life as an artist and as a person.  I learned from them that the money 
comes if the art is real, and the art is real if you are real with your art.  It is okay to 
stumble as long as you get up and go on. Indeed it is actually good to fail sometimes –it 
helps us to learn and to grow. As Rick says in an Andrew Martin book, “For us, 
everything is a possibility to be explored and taken advantage of.” (Martin) 
 My interest in creating installations and environments comes mainly from 
research on Alan Kaprow (1927-2006).  He conceived the “Happenings” in the late fifties 
and early sixties. “Happenings” were staged art events that occurred much like flash 
mobs, a space was chosen artwork was installed and possibly a performance art piece 
happened, documentation was minimal and when it was over it disappeared.  The 
impermanence in which Kaprows artwork was created and his ability to repurpose 
existing spaces using objects from everyday life in unexpected ways has influenced every 
aspect of my artwork.  I was inspired and comforted by the statement, “the art is 
forgetting the art”. (Kaprow) Over time my work has become extremely physically 
active and loosely planned.  I start with an idea based on materials and develop a plan as 
those materials evolved.  My artwork is successful because I am flexible and open to the 
whole process.  I remain willing to see all of the possibilities while recognizing the 
limitations of space and time and remembering to enjoy myself. 
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CHAPTER 3 
BEFORE THE BEGINNING 
 
 The whole idea behind “SURFACE” was exploration, from going out into the 
world to find clay to visually searching the landscape for inspiration for the objects.  The 
ultimate goal is finding a way to make peace with myself and through that process 
coming to a place where I feel confident as an artist.   
 The entire process of creating my artwork starts far away from my studio.  It 
begins with the collection of what I refer to as “wild clay”, this term simply means clay 
that has been collected by me directly from the source; it has not been industrially 
processed or mined.  Developing a system for finding this clay has taken several years of 
practice and hours of topographic and geological research, accompanied by many hours 
of driving all over the country looking at the landscape and visually sighting deposits.   
 My current research is based in Grand and El Paso counties in Colorado and 
Appomattox County in Virginia.  The clay I collected in these areas is from visible 
deposits, meaning that I do not dig for the clay.  I find it in areas that have been exposed 
through natural erosion; this method of collection has proven very reliable.  After 
collecting the clay I must process it, removing organic matter and other debris that is 
undesirable for its use as surface treatment.  This process involves several important 
steps. The first starts with drying the clay completely; this allows for the clay to be 
ground and screened, separating rocks and other larger particles.  The next step is to slake 
down the material.  This part of the process is simply adding water to the dry screened 
material and soaking allowing the dried particles fully rehydrate in order to make slurry.  
This slurry is used alone or added to a base slip and applied later to the surfaces of my 
objects.  
 Through these processes of collection and refining I become more connected to 
my environment. Experiencing and recognizing a shift in society that is moving away 
from the earth and into technology, I find it refreshing and empowering to create objects 
from the raw materials the earth has given me to work with. Finding, harvesting, and 
culturing the earth bring peace and confidence into my studio work. I depend on this 
exploration and understandings of the world around me to create in my studio.   
  9 
CHAPTER 4 
HOW AND WHY 
 The main technique I use in producing these objects is porcelain slip casting.  
This is a process that involves the use of plaster molds and liquefied clay referred to as 
slip.  The concepts of casting and mold making are not new advents in clay but a rather 
traditional method: “Man’s earliest endeavors to form clay objects often involved the use 
of molds.”(Frith)   Slip casting is not for those who need or want instant gratification or 
who become bored easily.  Throughout my career as a ceramic artist I have found that I 
tend to get caught up in making a form perfect. The time spent on the form then prevents 
my ability to address the surface effectively for fear of defiling the form.  Through slip 
casting I have found a balance between the time spent on a form and the surface I wish to 
achieve.   
 All of the molds I make are directly related to a specific idea or memory of an 
object I have encountered.  Each object is meant to be used either as a straightforward 
replica of that idea or altered to relay a related concept.  I use a mold sometimes for years 
constantly finding different ways to reinvent its purpose.  Some of these reinventions lead 
to new molds.  From the first mold I made to the last, there has been some kind of link in 
the concept of the form. 
  Before an object is made there are days and sometimes weeks of thought that go 
into the first steps of creating a new mold for casting.  The first step is to develop the 
concept of the form itself; just like when making a pot on a potter’s wheel there has to be 
an idea of the form, its purpose or at least its basic shape.  I approach this first step by 
making many drawings and small clay maquettes of the ideas. This part can be 
challenging because casting the form in plaster is an absolute commitment.  After 
deciding on the form I create the full-scale model.  The model may take a week or more 
to complete.  I work on a model slowly so that I return to it repeatedly, each time with a 
fresh perspective allowing me to make subtle changes and further refining the form.  
There is no need to rush this process, my eyes tend to lie after looking at something for 
long periods; I start to overlook some major and minor flaws.  The flaws that most 
concern me are undercuts and surface marks, which can make a mold difficult to use or 
even cause it to fail if not taken care of properly.  If there are undercuts the cast piece will 
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not release, and if there are surface marks on the model they will be in the mold, and that 
means they will also be on every cast piece. Undesired marks on the surface also slow 
down the process because they must be removed after they are released from the mold.  
 Models are made in different ways, depending on whether they are more 
geometric or organic in nature.  The geometrically based models are generally more time 
consuming because of decisions that have to be made about specific angles and heights.  
In the construction of models I generally use scrap wood, paper, and other various 
reclaimed items to make the base of the forms.  Packing the middle with paper and clay, 
the forms body is built up.  The more paper and other fillers that can be used in the 
middle, the easier it is to release the model from the mold, thus resulting in the usage of 
less purge clay. Purge clay refers to a clay body that is of no use; it may be contaminated 
or simply undesirable for any reason.  Much of the initial model making process can 
seem slow and meticulous.  It is more about reflection on the importance of the form, 
reflecting on the Taoist saying, “True spontaneity is the result of freedom and freedom is 
possible only through Knowledge.”(Ni)   
 I find this long process to be a great reward.  Once I am satisfied with the form 
and ready to cast, calculations are made for how much plaster will be needed for the 
mold.  Once the plaster is mixed there is a very small amount of time to get it into 
position before it starts to set or harden, and if the math is not accurate a weeks worth of 
work can be lost.  I always measure twice, calculate twice, and mix once.  When the mold 
has been poured and the plaster set, I attend to the job of cleaning it up.  First the mold is 
cleaned out.  The model I worked on for so long is taken out and destroyed.  It is 
strangely exciting every time to see the white surface of the plaster beneath.  Finally, the 
mold could take seven or ten days to dry depending on the amount of moisture present in 
the atmosphere of the drying area. If the mold is not dried properly or “cured” the mold 
will never cast well and all of the time spent making the model is lost.   
 The time that I spend waiting for the mold to dry is not spent idly.  While the 
mold is drying I start planning for the surface of the pieces to be cast from the mold.  At 
this point I decide how I will use the “wild clay”.  Some I will leave raw and some I will 
mix with my casting slip or flashing slip.  These decisions are made based on testing and 
achieving desirable results. I also use transfer images and patterns.  When I find a pattern 
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I like, I do not just copy it, I extract elements of the composition to make a new one.  My 
sketchbook is also an important part of the whole process as it is full of this style of 
drawing out new ideas.  My favorite thing to do is to take a picture and tape it into my 
book, and then redraw the parts that I find the most exciting, using these elements in later 
designs.   
 An interesting aside about my molds and forms is that I only make one mold and 
cast that one repeatedly.  I could have many molds of the same form but I choose to use a 
single mold even though it takes a considerably larger amount of time.  This is an 
important part of how I approach my artwork, especially in the installation phase.  Each 
piece becomes personal for me and I feel that using multiple molds would remove me 
from this personal relationship with each object.  When the mold is finally ready to cast, I 
always know that the first cast is like the first pancake, usually a throwaway.  This one 
will be used to test slips or textures and is not going to be perfect.  When casting I think 
about the process as a cycle, where I try to get at least six or eight pieces out of each 
mold in a casting session. These pieces are kept tightly wrapped in plastic so I can work 
on the next steps. These steps are cleaning, assembling, and surface treatment.  Casting 
goes on for three or four days in a row before finishing begins.  This time also allows the 
clay to dry a little, which is beneficial to handling, the clay should not be too wet nor 
should it be too dry. 
 As I begin to finish a piece, I refer not only to all of my drawings and copies but 
even to previously finished pieces.  Slip is applied in layers along with various other 
stamping and scraping techniques to achieve a rich surface.   Each piece is very different 
when I am working, but these differences are related in that one piece influences the next, 
and then the next and so on.  Working in groups or clusters is extremely important to me, 
it prevents me from getting too involved in one object and actually seems to make my 
artwork move more quickly. 
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CHAPTER 5 
END RESULTS 
 
 Bernard Leach states that, “repeat work is like making good bread.  That is what 
it is, and although one is doing repeat work it is not really deadly repetition; nothing is 
ever quite the same; never, cannot be.  That is where the pleasure lies.”(Leach)  This 
statement is so true in my artwork; it does lend itself to endless duplication of the same 
thing over and over.  My purpose for casting, and also where I receive the most joy, is 
that I use a form that can be freely to experiment on, pushing its possibilities, sometimes 
to failure. This always leads to a new result that will inform the next generation of work.    
 After the object is bone dry, it is time for the first firing. This firing is the bisque 
firing where the raw clay becomes more stable by burning out all organic materials. I 
bisque to cone 08, which is approximately 1,753 degrees Fahrenheit.  This firing forever 
changes the molecular composition of the clay making it more stable and ready to accept 
glaze.  I leave the surfaces raw or unglazed and only use a glaze called shino as a liner; 
this liner glaze leaches through the porcelain achieving a very desirable orange effect in 
final firing in a soda kiln. 
 Before I can begin to install my work, I must complete the last step in the process, 
firing in the soda kiln.  A soda kiln is an atmospheric kiln meaning it has a combustible 
fuel source, in this case natural gas.  Soda firing allows the surfaces to develop rich colors 
that are a result of the firing technique in conjunction with reactions from flashing slips 
and also colored stains that have been added to the surface of each piece.  I fire to cone 8 
or 2,273 degrees Fahrenheit, with a moderately heavy reduction at cone 012 or 1,549 
degrees Fahrenheit.  Reduction is the starving of the atmosphere of oxygen and making 
combustion less efficient, and is where any carbon trapping or graying of the surfaces 
occurs.  This part of the firing is critical for the development of certain glaze bodies and 
flashing slips.   
 During the final firing also known as the glaze firing there is an introduction 
of a soda mixture, which creates the glaze on the ware.  This solution is added at cone 7 
or two 1,264 degrees Fahrenheit and contains the following, one part Soda Ash, one half-
part Sodium Bicarbonate, and one half-part Whiting 
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 The introduction of the solution at this point is critical and can take up to a half an 
hour or more, after which the kiln needs to soak and regain temperature for at least an 
hour.  This solution creates the glaze on the ware so timing and extreme care in the 
mixing and application of this solution are paramount. Introducing the solution soon or 
too late or incorrect ratios can be disastrous. I prefer my surfaces to be rich and vibrant, 
maintaining an orange glow where flashing slip has been applied, while keeping the 
white porcelain from becoming gray and glossy from over reduction and spaying too 
quickly.  Timing is everything in this type of firing.   
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CHAPTER 6 
SUMMARY 
 
 I view each person’s life as a journey, a separate set of experiences with 
similarities and associations that are not completely different from each other.  That is, 
there are common objects, shapes, forms, and textures that people respond to or 
recognize. This response is evoked by the individual experience and memories of that 
experience.   
 When I began to install this exhibition, I had ideas and drawings but no concrete 
plan.  It was more important that I had the basic materials that were to be used. My tool 
box for the installation consisted of multiple colors of clay paint, automotive pin striping 
tape, various paint brushes, nails, a hammer, my two hundred fifty-three ceramic objects, 
and nine shadow boxes containing earth material samples.  
 The space I addressed first was the right wall (see Figure 1), where I placed the 
nine boxes containing material work samples that I had investigated in preparation for the 
exhibit.  
 
Figure 1: Nine Sample Boxes 
 
Site locations including name area and GPS locators where included. Each box 
contained test results in descending order from: Low fire ^08(1751 F), Mid-range ^6 
(2232 F), High fire ^9 (2336 F).  All of these small pieces could have been cast off as 
trash or shoved in to a box and forgotten.  However I found them to not only be of great 
value as artifacts of my process but also as visually interesting objects.  I chose to make a 
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display of them in this exhibit for those reasons.  Without them and the journey to 
retrieve and process each one, this entire installation would no have existed.  
 The second area (see Figure 2) was the wall directly to the left of the entrance and 
is where the main installation began. 
 
Figure 2 
 
 I moved line by line down this wall, each line representing a new decision, but a 
decision that was nonetheless based on all of the previous ones. I only used my drawings 
as ideas as I relied on purely esthetic choices. This wall came to represent the way we 
move through life from birth into adulthood.  Experiences, represented here by objects, 
tend to seem unrelated in our early years of life and build in number intertwining as we 
grow older. 
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The third wall (see Figure 3) was a continuation of this idea of experiential 
growth.  This wall addressed the idea of a singular event that changes life - either positive 
or negative - that alters the course of our lives and allows us to become more confident as 
singular beings moving forward.  With this newfound confidence the rest of our existence 
gains a strong foundation from this middle place where there are so much behind to build 
on and still much ahead to move forward to with confidence.  The small lower right hand 
corner indicates that during this period other events are still happening under the old 
ideas, and this leads the viewer to the fourth and final wall. 
 
 
Figure 3 
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The fourth wall (see figure 4) is by far the least occupied in terms of number of 
objects and lines, but the scale of the lines is greatly increased from the previous walls 
denoting the confidence derived from the previous events.  
 
Figure 4 
 
 This wall is also recessed and cannot be seen from the entrance, so it is revealed 
as the viewer travels around the gallery space. This sheltered area also allows the viewer 
a space to reflect and rest and look back on the rest of the exhibit from a different 
perspective. 
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